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Abstract 
Young people with complex support needs who live outside metropolitan areas face unique 
challenges.  Issues such as poor educational and employment opportunities, homelessness, 
racism, problematic substance use, challenging behaviour, disability and mental illness can be 
magnified and lead to judgment and marginalisation in small communities such as those in 
rural and regional areas.   As a result of poor resourcing of services in these areas, young 
people may be forced to transition from place to place, service to service as a way of coping 
with life challenges.  This paper presents findings from interviews and focus groups with 
service providers who support such young people in regional and rural Queensland, New 
South Wales and Victoria in Australia.  Service providers reported similar challenges to 
professionals working in urban areas, such as navigating inter-agency and inter-professional 
work and dealing with funding shortages.  However, these issues were amplified by the need 
to work across broad geographical areas, to recruit and retain skilled workers and to respond 
to the many structural and resource inadequacies in smaller communities.  While services 
aimed to be responsive to young people, the challenges of providing support in a non-
metropolitan context could create a context in which young people either disengaged from 
services or poor response resulted in systemic escalation to crisis.  The implications for 
policy and practice are explored. 
 
Keywords: Young-people; complex-support-needs; non-metropolitan; inter-agency 
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1. Introduction 
Regional and rural communities (hereafter referred to as non-metropolitan1) are those in which 
struggle and opportunity co-exist for young people.  Life outside cities can offer the opportunity for 
a young person to become self-reliant and to belong within a community where people know and 
regularly interact with each other (Sercombe, 2006).  It can also encompass experiences of social 
isolation, inertia and poverty (Driscoll, 2014).   Young people in non-metropolitan areas have poorer 
outcomes than their urban counterparts in terms of health (Orlowski et al., 2016); mental health 
(Smokowski, Cotter, Robertson, & Guo, 2013); education (Welch, Helme, & Lamb, 2007); choice of 
housing (Skott-myhre, Raby, & Nikolaou, 2008) and employment (Abbott-Chapman, Johnston, & 
Jetson, 2014).   
 
Young people with complex support needs living in non-metropolitan settings in Australia are faced 
with added disadvantage.  In this study, complex support needs refer to the difficulties that can arise 
from an interplay of developmental, cognitive, psychosocial, physical impairment and/or health 
conditions with adverse life experiences, such as substance misuse, a history of violence and trauma, 
cultural and intergenerational disadvantage, criminal justice contact, disrupted education and 
poverty (Dowse, Cumming, Strnadová, Lee, & Trofimovs, 2014).  While the interactions of these 
factors varies from individual to individual, typical life transitions for young people, such as moving 
from youth to adulthood, or through education to work are more involved for young people with a 
complexity of support needs.  The challenges of life transitions may also be accentuated by the 
geographical location in which changes occur.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander2 young people in 
non-metropolitan areas may experience further social exclusion as a result of the historical impact of 
European colonisation, with high rates of school attrition, poverty, domestic and fami ly violence, 
unemployment and racism impacting on their daily lives (Corporal, 2017; Thorpe, Bell-Booth, Staton, 
& Thompson, 2013).    
 
The multiplicity of issues experienced by young people with complex support needs result in 
frequent involvement with numerous agencies and systems.  The formal supports provided in non-
metropolitan settings may exacerbate disadvantage for these young people, due to the ways in 
which supports are organised and delivered (Valentine, 2016), or the absence of appropriate 
supports.  Service responses to young people with complex support needs in non-urban areas 
involve greater resourcing challenges than services in urban areas.  The often vast distance from 
cities, and the large geographical service areas agencies are required to cover lead to  rural and 
regional populations, including young people, being underserved in welfare provision (Darracott & 
Lonne, 2017; Pugh & Cheers, 2010).  Closely tied to these resource inadequacies are difficulties in 
recruiting and retaining health and welfare professionals in non-metropolitan contexts (Nickson, 
Gair, & Miles, 2016).  Outreach and fly-in services may be offered in some more remote areas, but 
                                                                 
1
 This definition is based on the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) which makes distinctions 
between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas.  The ASGS categorises metropolitan/urban populations as 
those who live in city and areas, as well as  people who regularly socialise, shop or work within the city, but 
may live in small towns surrounding the city.  Those populations outside these areas are represented as a Rest 
of State region (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016)   
2
 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people is the term used throughout this paper.  However, it is 
important to note that there is great diversity among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people and 
communities exemplified by different languages, laws and customs (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2012). 
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these services are time-limited, rarely tailored to specific local needs, and lack sufficient knowledge 
of the environmental, economic and cultural context in which people live (Angela Dew et al., 2014; 
Robinson, Mares, & Arney, 2016). 
 
The paucity of appropriate resources in non-metropolitan areas presents unique challenges for 
young people with complex support needs.  Without adequate supports, young people may leave 
their local communities and be in a perpetual state of transition between services.  Lack of or 
inadequate services therefore may be a contributing factor to the instability in young people’s lives.  
This qualitative study explores the issues which service providers understand impact on their 
capacity to effectively support this group of young people.  By gathering the perspectives of 
managers and frontline workers, this study provides a detailed account of what services regard as 
the challenges and enablers of supporting young people with complex support needs in non -
metropolitan settings.  It provides insights into how service providers perceive the complex support 
needs of young people and the multiple transitions young people negotiate.  It discusses the 
strategies services use to engage with young people and to coordinate support across agencies and 
systems in contexts where funding to do such work is seldom adequate.  The study does not focus 
in-depth on one area of practice, such as drug and alcohol services or homelessness services, but 
examines how young people are supported across multiple service systems.  Cross-sectorial practice 
with young people in rural and regional contexts has not been given adequate attention in the 
research literature.  Further understanding may lead to better outcomes for both young people and 
their communities. 
 
2. Method 
This study draws from the work of a larger Australian Research Council Linkage project, Lost in 
Transition, which aims to improve our understanding of transition support for the diversity of young 
people with complex support needs as they go through service, sector and personal transitions. 
Ethics approval was obtained from UNSW Sydney (HC16380), Monash University, Latrobe University 
and University of Queensland.   
 
The aim of this study was to understand the service provider perspective on the transitions of young 
people with complex support needs. It was driven by questions: 
 How do service providers understand the experience of transition to be for young 
people with complex support needs? 
 What are the key challenges and enablers for supporting these transitions for young 
people? 
 What are the service or systemic barriers and enablers to providing support for young 
people? 
Focus groups were utilised as a primary research method in order to gather data from multiple service 
providers in a short time period and to offer a rich, multi-layered account of issues pertaining to 
young people with complex support needs (Flynn & McDermott, 2016).   Individual and group 
interviews (with two or more participants) with specific professionals were also utilised when focus 
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groups were not practicable and there was a need to draw upon a participant’s particular experience or 
expertise with young people with complex support needs.   
 
2.1. Recruitment 
 
The study was conducted across three states in Australia (NSW, Victoria and Queensland), including 
two regional and three rural sites, one of which drew in service providers working in a remote area. 
The initial recruitment strategy involved conducting service sector forums in each state to introduce 
and discuss the core themes of the project, though these discussions did not form part of the data 
presented in this paper. Between 20 and 30 service provider representatives from diverse sectors (such 
as child protection, juvenile justice, drug and alcohol, disability and education) attended these forums, 
and expressed interest in the study. These attendees became key contacts for study recruitment within 
their service. The research team also had formal partnerships with some service providers in each 
state, who organised focus groups with their staff, including frontline workers, supervisors, managers 
and policy/advocacy staff. Other agencies were contacted directly and invited to participate, based 
upon their recognised expertise of working with specific cohorts of young people with complex 
support needs.  These agency contacts provided study information to staff, and arranged focus groups 
with staff who had experience working with young people with complex support needs, and who 
opted-in to the study. The overall sample derived from these approaches was purposive, ensuring a 
broad range of service sectors and diverse experiences of working with young people with complex 
support needs and their transitions. Between five and ten focus groups or individual interviews were 
conducted in each of three Australian jurisdictions.  
 
2.2. Participants 
 
In total, ninety-three (93) participants across three states participated in the overall study. The data 
reported in this paper concern the perspectives of a subgroup of this sample who identified as working 
in regional and rural areas, comprising forty-three (43) participants (46% of the overall sample) who 
participated in nine focus groups and three individual or group interviews.   Within this subgroup, 
there were three services that primarily worked with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people, with a majority of staff members being Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander.  Two of the 
areas in which focus groups were conducted had proportionally higher Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander populations than those reported nationally, and three areas had higher rates of unemployment 
than the national average (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  After analysing the data, it was 
deemed that participants within this subgroup of regional and rural services presented with unique 
issues that warranted further attention, becoming the focus of this paper.  Table 1 provides details of 
the agency location, number of participants, and represented service sectors in of this subgroup of 
rural and regional interviews and focus groups.  More detailed demographics of individual 
participants are not provided in order to ensure anonymity. 
 
Table 1. Focus group characteristics  
Focus 
Group/ 
Interview1  
Location of work Service Types Data 
collection 
method 
Number of 
participants 
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N1 NSW Regional Youth and family 
services, Aboriginal 
youth service, 
Disability service, 
Adult Education 
service 
Focus group  5 
N3 NSW Regional Youth and family 
services 
Individual 
interview  
1 
N4 NSW Rural Youth and family 
services 
Focus group  4 
Q1 Queensland Regional Youth services Focus group  3 
Q2 Queensland Regional Youth service, Out of 
Home Care service 
Focus group  4 
Q3 Queensland Regional Youth housing 
service 
Focus group  3 
Q4 Queensland Regional Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
health service 
Focus group  5 
Q5 Queensland Regional Out of Home Care 
service 
Focus group  8 
Q6 Queensland Regional Mental Health 
accommodation 
service 
Group 
interview  
2 
Q7 Queensland Regional Youth counselling 
service 
Individual 
interview  
1 
V5 Victoria 
Metropolitan/Regional/Rural 
Youth council Focus group  3 
V7 Victoria Rural Aboriginal Child and 
Youth Service 
Focus group  4 
    TOTAL=43 
1 N=NSW Q=Queensland V=Victoria 
 
As shown in Figure 1 below, participants worked in a range of sectors.  Participants most commonly 
worked with service users in child and family welfare, Indigenous-specific and mental health 
settings. In relation to participants’ roles within their organisation, just over half (58%)  were direct 
practitioners, six were supervisors (14%), nine were managers (21%) and three occupied policy or 
advocacy roles (7%). 
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Figure 1. Sector(s) where participants worked
 
Note: Indigenous-specific roles were primarily in Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations (ACCO), though also included were a small number of participants in non -
ACCO programs specifically working with Indigenous youth. Participants worked in 
Indigenous-specific roles in child and family welfare, generalist, health, mental health, 
and homelessness programs and services.    
  
2.3. Data collection 
 
Data collection occurred in the agency setting where participants worked, and participants in the focus 
groups often worked closely together. This enabled a safe and comfortable environment for 
participants to share ideas and stories.  One or two researchers facilitated each focus group, while 
individual and group interviews were conducted by a single researcher. The duration of focus groups 
and interviews ranged between one and three hours, and involved discussion on three broad topics: a) 
the core issues and barriers for young people with complex support needs during transitions b) the 
service, sector and system barriers and enablers around supporting young people during transitions c) 
strategies and approaches that support young people. A semi-structured interview guide was utilised 
and at the beginning of focus groups and interviews the researcher(s) would clarify with participants 
how ‘complex support needs’ was defined, ask participants to describe some common transitions 
experienced by young people, and to identify some common overlapping service needs or issues that 
participants saw in their practice. Probes and prompts were used to facilitate discussion and to elicit 
more in-depth explanations and meanings (Liamputtong, 2015). All interviews and focus groups were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
 
 
2.4. Data Analysis 
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Initial coding of all focus groups and interview transcripts was conducted in data analysis software 
NVivo 11, and involved organising the data under broad descriptive service domain and demographic 
codes.  One of these broad codes included data relating to non-metropolitan phenomena. Theoretical 
and analytic codes were developed through intensive, iterative reading of the transcripts, development 
of a hierarchy of codes and systematic comparison (Gibbs, 2007).   Codes developed by the first 
author were subsequently reviewed by the other authors, who were familiar with the study data, 
resulting in the expansion of some themes.  A subset of rural and regional participants was created 
and new themes were developed according to what appeared unique to the non-metropolitan context.  
These themes were then compared to findings from the overall analysis to identify common and 
unique themes between metropolitan and rural/regional data subsets. Key issues identified as being 
unique to rural and regional practice with young people with complex support needs form the basis of 
this paper. 
 
 
3. Findings 
The findings in this paper have been organised into six major themes.  The first theme addresses 
participants’ perceptions of young people with complex support needs and the personal and service 
transitions young people experience.  The second theme is concerned with community responses to 
young people and the third theme focuses on how participants developed rapport and trust with 
young people.  The remaining themes explore the delivery of services in regards to funding and 
resourcing, providing supports across broad geographical regions, and cross-sector engagement. 
 
3.1 Young people with complex support needs and transitions 
 
Service providers operating in non-metropolitan areas discussed the many layers of disadvantage 
experienced by young people with complex support needs.  There was general agreement about the 
“complex and compounding barriers” young people faced, including issues of homelessness, 
poverty, social isolation, domestic violence, racism, substance abuse, trauma and grief.  While these 
issues were akin to those raised in metropolitan focus groups and interviews, they were observed to 
be exacerbated by school exclusion, reduced service options, and a lack of pro-social activities 
available for young people in their local rural and regional communities.  Young people with complex 
support needs in non-metropolitan settings were seen as making multiple transitions between 
services, as well as negotiating personal transitions inherent in becoming an adult and in their ever-
changing relationships with family.  Inadequate responses to these multiple structural and personal 
transitions were seen by one practitioner as having a cumulative escalation effect  such that “they 
bounce around until they end up in crisis mode”. Others spoke of the effects of multiple service 
transitions as undermining a young person’s trust in such supports and leading to compounding 
experiences of grief and loss (for example, when a young person is pl aced in a setting that forces a 
change of school) and feelings of rejection when services cease support due to the young person’s 
behaviours.  Young people were seen to be in need of self -belief  and acceptance by the broader 
community.  Services which did not account for these core needs were generally seen as ineffective 
by the informants. 
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Several participants felt that many programs in non-metropolitan areas operated from an 
ethnocentric lens which failed to account for different cultural understandings of family and 
becoming an adult.  From an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspective, service intervention 
may lead to disconnection and enforced movement away from extended family, community and 
country. One Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander worker described this as “trauma on top of trauma 
on top of trauma on top of trauma”.  Three practitioners spoke of the ongoing effects of colonisation 
and intergenerational trauma experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.  
One Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander worker described this and its potentially deadly 
consequences: 
 
Some of these kids are just broken inside.  They don’t have anybody to put all the broken pieces of 
their life back together… A lot of them just take their lives because they’re blooming miserable. 
 
 
3.2 Preconceived ideas about young people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan 
settings 
 
The stereotyping of young people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan settings, 
particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people, was discussed in focus groups in all 
jurisdictions.  This was seen in the practice for example, where some young people were subjected 
to increased police surveillance and frequent bag searches.  Participants also talked about 
preconceived ideas the general community held about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people – including assumptions that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people were 
engaged in substance misuse, or recipients of welfare benefits.  A youth program manager reported: 
“All these preconceived ideas that because you’re Indigenous you get free housing or free health or 
free dental… because you’re Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. It’s like trying to debunk some of 
these myths.”  This manager described negative community views about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people and others who are socially disadvantaged as being historical, often coming 
from more wealthy white Australian families who had a heritage of cane farming or cattle grazing. 
 
Predetermined attitudes towards young people with complex support needs could also be more 
personalised, being generated by virtue of a ‘family name’ or reputation in rural and regional areas. 
This perhaps reflects the impact of living within a smaller community, as discussed by the following 
participants: 
 
 If you look at support access and stuff, especially in communities like this and out further 
west where you might have quite a common last name, say for instance, Jones.  “You’re a 
Jones, mate.” So, there’s a lot of labelling in communities like [this regional city] and out 
further.  For instance, we’ll get a young person who’s a Jones and we’ll know what he’s like.  
Program manager  
 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
AC
CE
PT
ED
 M
AN
US
CR
IP
T
 I’ve had many with the police before and … “fifth-generation criminal coming through.” I’m 
like, “You don’t know that.” “Well, that’s why we’re working with them.” It’s basically that 
last name.   
Case worker  
 
Furthermore, there were seen to be fewer opportunities for young people to have a ‘fresh start’ in non-
metropolitan areas, or to escape the various labels and prejudices ascribed to them within local 
communities, as described by one Senior Case Manager in relation to the school context: 
 
 … one of the big issues with education is that a young person went to school one day in Year 
7 and told the teacher to “F-off”.  They’re now in Year 10 and they’ve done rehab and 
programs and got their behaviour under control, but they won’t have that person back at 
school because they told the teacher to “F-off” in Year 7.  In [regional city], we have two 
public high schools that we can access.  In other towns that we work in, we don’t have that 
option, other than [a nearby regional city].  We work in small towns, so a lot of people in the 
small towns know the young person.  They’re not prepared to give them a go.  
 
Preconceived ideas about young people with complex support needs, particularly Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander young people, could also manifest in the nature of the information collected at 
intake by some services which are seen to ascribe labels to service users such as in this example:  
 
… there is a form … at a service I won’t name, but it has, “Are you Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander?”, yes or no, and not another question but as part of that question if you say yes, 
“Have your children been in Child Protection?” Another one was, “Are you Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander?” then “What Centrelink3 benefits do you receive?” … so straight away 
there is a label...  
Senior Youth Justice worker  
 
Similar concerns were raised by focus groups about stereotypes about young people entering a 
community housing scheme.  A manager of an out-of-home care service explained, “…It’s almost like 
they’re marked [as a substance misuser] before they’ve even stepped foot in that property.”     
 
While stigmatising responses may also be present in urban contexts, the negative impact on young 
people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan areas is likely to be greater.  This is due to 
the smaller number of service outlets, and therefore less likelihood that young people are able to 
adequately distance themselves from such stereotyping in any one agency.  
 
                                                                 
3
 Centrelink is the national agency that delivers social security payments and services to Australians.  
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Assumptions could also be made regarding young people’s attitudes.  One organisation constructed 
some of the difficulties for young people as stemming from the young person’s sense of 
“entitlement” that led to expectations that services would provide supports even if the young 
person engaged in problematic behaviour such as violence and substance abuse.  This agency felt 
that the lack of continuity in care from services, and the failure to make young people accountable 
for the resources provided to them, led to this sense of entitlement. Practitioners in this agency 
made the point of setting clear rules with young people entering their housing services that violence 
or substance misuse would not be tolerated.  This resulted in the eviction of young people who 
engaged in such behaviours, or young people choosing to leave the service.  According to this 
housing agency, this “weeds out the kids that do just want a handout because they won’t stay.”  This 
approach of making supports contingent upon young people demonstrating certain attitudes and 
behaviours may severely limit choice for young people with complex support needs in non-
metropolitan contexts where there is already a thin market of providers.   
 
Given that constructions of young people with complex support needs were not always positive, it 
followed that many practitioners acknowledged how many young people were turned away by 
services and the potential damage this could bring to a young person’s self -esteem, and their future 
willingness to engage with services.  Cognisant of these experiences, many participants emphasised 
the need to establish trust with young people with complex support needs in their practice.   
 
   
3.3 Building trust with young people with complex support needs 
 
According to practitioners, young people with complex support needs had many reasons for their 
scepticism in trusting helping professionals and resentment about their treatment at the hands of 
many services.  While this theme was similarly raised in urban contexts, discussion around trust in 
non-metropolitan settings often referred to specific challenges around engagement with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander young people, given their generally higher proportions in the sampled 
communities.  Practitioners referred to enforced intergenerational trauma, particularly but not only 
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people, impacting on young people accepting 
assistance.  
 
A level of scepticism from young people was reported by some participants in relation to the 
supports offered.   worker from a regional Indigenous-specific service spoke of how young people 
were required to repeat their story to different service providers, only to be rejected by them and 
moved on to another agency.  A manager of a large non-government service  inferred the thought 
processes of young people in contact with agencies as “I've heard all your s**t before, that you're 
going to save the world, you're going to get us a house, you're going to do all that and no one's done 
it before so why are you any different?” 
 
Even when trust was established, it could be easily undermined when supports were time limited, 
when disclosure in some situations led to the young person being taken into correctional custody 
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and in the case of child safety matters, when a young person’s expectations for family reunification 
were not met:  
 
So these little children that don’t have Indigenous people around them and it is only just all 
non-indigenous people in front of them, “If I be a good kid, hopefully I’ll get back home to 
mum and dad”... And then things don’t go their way, then well that anger just builds and 
builds and then you’ve got a kid with complex [needs]…, schizophrenia or something 
because they’ve come from drug parents or something like that. But when it is unpacked I 
think it is because they’ve been removed and promised this and that.  
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Family Case worker  
 
Building trust with young people with complex support needs therefore involved a careful process 
that allowed time to build rapport, and for one Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander worker, to 
imbue the helping relationship with “old-fashioned compassion.”  A manager of a youth and family 
service explained that work involved “giving part of yourself” to the young person.  Communication 
styles needed to break down barriers and power imbalances between the adult and young person, 
sometimes using informal methods such as playing basketball with the young person, or making sure 
everyday language was used. 
 
Establishing trust for some practitioners had broader implications than just the immediate 
relationship with a young person with complex support needs.  Non-government workers in the field 
of child protection spoke of being “more accountable” in their work compared to working in urban 
environments, owing to their heightened visibility in smaller communities  – “…We’d probably come 
into contact with say sibling groups, families, and consultation with everyone, and we’d get found 
out pretty quick smart if we weren’t doing the right thing.”  
             
 
Failing to provide meaningful supports to one young person could have long-term implications for 
the service as a whole, because of the need to maintain a positive reputation in close -knit 
communities.  Effective work was, however, seen to be dif ficult in the context of many service and 
systems barriers.  The majority of practitioner participants were cognisant of the multiplicity of 
issues experienced by young people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan areas, and 
frank in their appraisal of the capacity of their service to address these complexities.  The section 
that follows draws together practitioners’ views on the current service resources for young people 
with complex support needs in rural areas. 
 
3.4 Inadequate funding for services for young people with complex support needs 
 
Several different concerns were raised by participants regarding adequate funding of services for 
young people with complex support needs.  Participants questioned the appropriateness of urban 
funding models being applied to non-metropolitan areas.  They noted a shortage of specialised 
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services for young people and increased competition between agencies for funding that was often 
time-limited.   
 
As previously indicated, practice in non-metropolitan areas has its own unique challenges and 
opportunities.  Decisions regarding service resources need to factor in context-specific concerns.  A 
rural development coordinator in Victoria spoke of the impracticalities of applying a funding model 
used in metropolitan areas, to non-urban areas: “The actual target to achieve the same as our metro 
counterparts is just not going to work.”  According to this participant, the target outcomes in terms 
of client numbers for non-metropolitan services should not be at the same scale as metropolitan 
targets, as practitioners needed to travel further in such areas to reach young people and there was 
a smaller population of younger people in these communities.  Non-metropolitan service providers 
were therefore not likely to take up opportunities to apply for government funding towards 
supporting young people, because of the unrealistic outcome measures of such funding agreements.  
A Regional Development Coordinator  explained, “Some of our [local government areas] would have 
looked at that and gone, “I don’t know if I could find 50 young people that fit into that category so 
we’re not even going to try”.”  
 
Participants on the whole reported insufficient resources for young people with complex support 
needs in non-metropolitan areas.  This included a paucity of youth specific services, drug and alcohol 
services, health and mental health services, housing, education, and employment opportunities.   
 
Where there was a shortage of specialised services, a young person could transition out of one 
service with no other supports available.  A program manager of a youth service  commented on the 
challenges in practice when there is no seamless progression of support services for young people – 
“You know in some towns, you’re going to finish work with this person and there’s not really 
anywhere that they can go.  We’ve all been case workers and we know what it’s like.  It can be really 
hard.” 
 
In an environment where funding is scarce, practitioners also identified the impact of competition 
for funding where agencies in the same area were vying “for the same bucket of money”.   This was 
seen as having a particularly negative impact on working collaboratively across agencies to address 
the needs of a young person: 
 
No-one works in this sector if they don’t want to be collaborative and supportive and 
doing the right thing for the people that they’re working for but those funding 
constraints and we’re back to systemic issues again make it very, very difficult for a 
person to go, “Well I’m just going to completely do what my organisation wouldn’t 
want me to do because I know it’s the right thing.”  It’s hard, it’s definitely hard.  
Practitioner from a youth and family service  
 
Competition arising from funding shortages and time-limited contractual funding was also reported 
at the level of appointing staff.   A youth service in a regional area relayed that as a result of 
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significant resource cutbacks by the previous state government, “100s of people [were] applying for 
the one job,” and this had “just slaughtered so many… services.”    This agency also expressed 
concerns about retaining good practitioners when service agreements with government lasts as little 
as one year.  The resultant funding uncertainty would lead to job insecurity for agency employees 
with negative impacts on the planning and quality of the service both short and long term: 
 
So at six months' prior, we're exiting clients, we're sort of losing focus a bit, because holy 
heck, I'm trying to keep on top of the game, but they're going ‘what's  the use’? We're not 
going to get re-funded again, or they're not telling us.  
Youth support coordinator  
 
3.5 Inappropriate services for young people with complex support needs 
 
In addition to a shortage of funding for services, participants also provided examples of where 
funded programs were not tailored to meet the specific needs of young people in non -metropolitan 
locations. In one regional area, youth housing services were being “under-utilised”.  This was seen as 
at least partly due to the warmer weather in the region, which allowed young people to “sleep rough 
quite easily”. A more pressing concern was raised regarding the rigid eligibility criteria used for 
accessing homelessness services:  
 
I said, “Well isn’t youth homelessness about addressing why you got them in there, to help 
them, you know, navigate the system, provide whatever support’s there to address the 
problems why they are homeless, rather than just giving them a bed? They’ll go in there, 
have a horrible day and maybe swear at a worker or say something inappropriate … And 
that’s it. You’re out.  
Out of Home Care Program Manager  
 
 
 
These practitioners intimated that while such supports may have addressed immediate needs of an 
individual, they did little to address the overall needs of the  community. 
The accepted framework for the mix and nature of support services was also identified by 
practitioners as not taking into account issues in some non-metropolitan locations.   
 
These services appeared to operate from a “one-size-fits-all” model, and did not provide specialist 
accommodation options for young people with complex support needs.   An Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander out-of-home care worker  also stated that informal resources in communities could 
also be under-utilized when placing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people into care: 
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You can’t tell me the entire Indigenous community is corrupt, that these children can’t be 
placed with kin within their own mob. If they are from [particular region], I’m sure this 
[particular region] mob over this side that can look after their mob.  
 
The worker felt that the appointed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representatives who 
provided culturally appropriate advice in child protection matters were working with incomplete 
knowledge of local connections with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family groups.  These 
processes failed to account for the diversity in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.  
Without this knowledge and connection to Elders in the local area, displacement for some Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander young people from their culture can be an outcome.    
 
Services provided in some communities were not always culturally-appropriate.  When funding is 
scarce in services, it was important that what resources were allocated would be of benefit to a 
young person and his or her community. Two Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers  relayed 
that a government Youth Justice service provided young people with new clothing, computers and 
accommodation funding that had unintended consequences at a community level:  
 
These kids, so they can take them on escort shopping and they buy all these extravagant 
clothes, caps, shoes, everything, then when they go back to their community… all the little 
kids see this boy walk into the community, brand new clothes, looking all deadly as. “Where 
have you been?” “I’ve been in jail.” So they’re all looking at him going, “Wow, if you go to 
jail, oh man”. And the Elders don’t like that, of those communities. They don’t like seeing 
that - the look on the other kids’ faces when they see this boy walking in looking like gold. 
 
 
 
 
In the more rural areas covered in this study, staff shared that it was difficult to find appropriate 
staff even if they had a funded service for young people with complex support needs.  An area 
manager of a large non-government service spoke of vacancies in some rural communities for up to 
two years.   
 
 
Difficulties in finding sufficient and appropriate resources for young people is not a ne w 
phenomenon, nor is it particular to non-metropolitan areas.  However, the extent to which supports 
were lacking for young people meant that a lack of appropriate community infrastructure and 
resources, including housing, transport and employment options, were likely to exacerbate 
disadvantage for young people with complex support needs in non-urban settings: 
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… one of the things that I find a lot at my work around is supporting young people access 
long-term accommodation. So a lot of them are dependent on fixed income. The affordability 
of housing in [this regional town]…[means] they can’t explore the private rental. 
Coordinator, Leaving care program  
They’re not engaged in learning, employment, there’s nothing out here, refer them to a job-
search provider. They have to get there. There’s no transport.  
Out of Home Care Program Manager  
 
Practitioner accounts in this study also indicated that supports in non-metropolitan settings are 
affected by the challenges of distance.  The next section outlines how providing support across 
broad geographical areas may further undermine effective practice with young people with complex 
support needs. 
 
3.5 Supporting across distance – geographical impacts on service delivery 
 
Practitioners commonly discussed the need to work across broad geographical areas and to spend 
considerable time travelling in order to outreach to young people.  This distance is significant, giv en 
that Australia is a large continent, with the majority of the population living in urban coastal regions.  
Inland regions are thinly populated and there is sparse access to services and amenities (Ragusa & 
Crowther, 2014).  It is therefore not surprising that workers in this study could be required to work 
very long days and their distance from the direct support of their agency also could present safety 
concerns for the worker.  One manager of an agency working with children, youth and family spoke 
of strategies to ensure worker safety: 
 
Generally, with [S], because she is so remote, when she’s doing the initial intake or 
whatever, I’ll try to get JJs [juvenile justice workers] to double up on that first initial 
appointment.  Generally, I’ll try to catch up with her at least once a week and talking about if 
there’s any OHS [occupational health and safety] issues or any concerns about people.  
 
A decision was made by this manager to exit a young woman who presented with “aggressive 
behaviour” from the service, because the worker, who spent days travelling alone did not feel safe 
with the young woman in her car.  Another example  was given by this agency where a young person 
was exited based on resources and distance:  
 
We had a girl past [rural area] and she was a two-visit client as far as JJ [Juvenile Justice] 
were concerned.  So, they would only visit her in school, but the request to us was that we 
must go to her home and see her…  She was incredibly aggressive, very violent and very 
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dangerous.  JJ said they expect us to go with one worker because that’s all we had on offer.  
We had to exit her.  We couldn’t facilitate it. 
 
These examples show how isolated working conditions and inadequate funding in non-metropolitan 
areas differentially impact on some young people with complex support needs who require more 
intensive support as a service response. Moreover, this failure to provide timely appropriate 
supports is likely in turn to lead to further escalation of the support needs of some young people and 
result in their removal from their communities via incarceration (Baldry, McCausland, Dowse, 
McEntyre, & MacGillivray, 2016). 
 
Another solution to geographical distance is for services to offer fly-in/fly-out support.  One worker 
from a youth organisation  alluded to the inflexibility of such supports – “someone might fly there 
once a month.  If you need to see your counsellor or psychologist the first week of the month and 
they don’t come until the fourth week of the month”.  In addition, visits from outreach services were 
not always reliable and visiting professionals did not always adhere to what had been stipulated in 
service contracts leading to a culture of under-expectation of specialist support services on the 
ground.  A rural development worker explained that this had long-term consequences: 
 
I’ve got a couple of schools that won’t actually refer to some of the service providers 
because of their lack of consistency in actually showing up to the town for their once a week 
or once a fortnight outreach programs. 
 
Demands for travel are also placed on young people and families in non-metropolitan settings.  
Young people with complex support needs living in these areas who come into contact with the 
criminal justice system could be detained in Juvenile Justice facilities far away from home.   Family 
reunification strategies were difficult when the service catering for a young person was situated a 
long way from the young person’s family.  For example, a young person under a youth justice order 
needed court approval for an overnight stay with extended family, requiring additional 
administrative and financial resources from the service: 
 
We've got someone in at the moment who the mum and dad aren't on the scene so he'll go 
to his sister's care because that's where he'd like to go but the sister also has ten other 
children and lives in [another regional town five hours away].  The logistics of her coming up 
with that amount of children, it's just not workable for her…  Any overnight care would need 
to go back through the court and say "Could you release him overnight, are you okay with 
that".  It is very challenging. 
Area Manager, Youth and Family Service  
 
Such challenges also mean that in some cases important therapeutic work which could be done with 
both the young person and his or her family also did not happen.  Similarly, young people with 
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complex support needs who required specialised education or were excluded from their local school 
could be forced to travel long distances to access education.  A rural de velopment coordinator  
spoke of the added disadvantage of a young person being taken “out of their mainstream school 
with their community that they know and trust”. This removal from existing informal supports would 
require significant adjustment for the young person, and if there is not sufficient planning and 
coordination between key stakeholders, it may lead to poor educational outcomes and school 
disengagement (Strnadova & Cumming, 2016). 
 
From these accounts, geographical distance impacts negatively on services for young people with 
complex support needs.  Services attempted to address young people’s needs in rural areas by 
engaging in active outreach and providing fly-in/fly-out services.  These initiatives only partly address 
the needs of young people, may not cater for young people who present with complex behaviours, 
and place significant onus on young people and families to travel long distances themselves in order 
to obtain support.   
 
3.6 Collaboration between services 
 
In addition to challenges of adequate resources and geographical distance, young people with 
complex support needs are often in contact with multiple service systems.  There is a need for 
continuum of care models in service delivery in order to address the  diverse support needs of young 
people (Skott-myhre et al., 2008). Collaboration with other services was something that the majority 
of participants in non-metropolitan areas aspired to: 
 
We will jump on the back of someone else.  As much as we are competi ng against each 
other for funding and stuff we band together when it comes to the big issues to fight for 
what our young people… need. 
Disability Service Practitioner  
 
Indeed, some service providers described rurality as potentially advantageous for service provision, 
including by fostering a common identity based on locality and community, leading to more cohesive, 
collaborative and innovative service design and delivery: 
 
I see really regional areas and the cohesion between services is so tight because it’s 
community… we kind of have a sense of community and we are cohesive and we are 
collaborative but there’s pockets of that and there’s silos still as well.   
Team coordinator, child and family services  
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Despite this recognition of a need for collaboration there were many challenges identified around 
agencies and professionals working together. Practitioners relayed difficulties in working with other 
agencies when there appeared to be an imbalance of power between the organisations.  This power 
imbalance could play out in interactions between professionals from different agencies.  This was 
reported by non-government youth and family services  who felt devalued by government 
employees.  A manager of a youth program  described this experience as, “Sometimes it very much 
feels like, “I work for the government and you don’t, so what you do isn’t of enough value to provide 
information.”    
 
There was also recognition that not all services in any one location were of equal quality.   A negative 
reputation of one organisation or practitioner and personality differences were also cited as 
impeding effective collaboration.  Some practitioners also questioned the practice of other agencies 
– in particular for their level of contact with families (in relation to child protection officers); and the 
skill set of youth workers when an agency decided to turn away a young person in a homeless 
shelter. 
 
Collaboration with other agencies also involved coming to a mutual agreement as to the priorities 
for a young person.  In other words, a shift was needed from planning that was agency-driven to one 
that was holistic and person-centred (Malvaso, Delfabbro, Hackett, & Mills, 2016).  A youth 
development worker in a regional area  provided an example where there was disagreement about 
the main issues facing a young woman who was pregnant and leaving state care.  The out of home 
care worker had wanted to focus on the young woman getting an education and not on her 
immediate needs of housing.  The youth development worker described the problem as, “It’s about 
services being collective on what the main issues are for the young person and not just having to tick 
a box that yes, I got her into education.” 
 
Other differences arose between agencies in terms of organisational response s to assessing and 
managing risk.  For example, discrepancies were reported in what was an acceptable level of risk in 
supporting a young person who presented with complex behaviours.  Some practitioners appeared 
frustrated by other services, such as homelessness services and schools rejecting young people on 
the basis of this perceived risk.  A youth worker  recounted, “You know, a shelter rejecting them for 
crying out loud, saying you're not worth… the risk to have in here.” 
 
Disagreement regarding what was acceptable risk to the young person and to others resulted in 
some practitioners feeling that other referring agencies were withholding important information 
about young people.  A manager of a youth program gave an example where the state Juvenile 
Justice agency claimed that a young person they assessed did not present a risk to others, even 
though the young person had a recent history of violent offending: 
 
“We’ve [Juvenile Justice] done an assessment and we’ve determined that this young person 
doesn’t present a risk, even though they’re violent and aggressive and offend towards young 
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males and you’ve got a house full of young males.” Maybe as a service, we should be able to 
make the decision as to whether that presents a risk to our clients and our staff. 
 
Other participants intimated that withholding information to other services was a tempting 
possibility in order to address the immediate needs of the young person.  A youth worker  shared, 
“You could almost stop yourself being open and honest with the  shelter, because there are some 
difficult behaviours.” 
 
Service collaboration not only involves collective decision-making regarding the needs of the young 
person, but also being able to act on any plans developed.  According to some participants, the 
number of services did not in itself amount to important issues being addressed in the young 
person’s life.  A case manager in a youth service commented, “There’s so many people involved but 
nobody’s actually doing anything”. While mostly practitioners attempted to address these issues in 
their day to day practice, the inertia around implementing plans sometimes required practitioners to 
escalate issues to the managerial level: 
 
At times, we’ve gone to [A], who is our regional leader, and she’ll contact regional directors 
of the appropriate agencies to start that conversation.  That’s where we see action come 
about, which is unfortunate that it has to go to that point. 
Manager, Youth program  
 
Overall, the participants in this study regarded interagency collaboration as an essential component 
in supporting young people with complex support needs.  While working in a non-metropolitan 
context helped foster a common identity among services based on locality and community, there 
were also several challenges identified.  These included interagency relations being complicated by 
power differentials between organisations in a small scale context, different perceptions of what 
constituted an effective response to young people, and a lack of consensus on what needs to be 
prioritised.  Difficulties in cross-agency relations are likely to have greater impact in non-
metropolitan contexts where there are fewer choices in services.  Organisations may be forced to 
work together despite their differences, as there may be no other alternatives for the young person 
with complex support needs. 
The next section of this paper summarises the issues raised by participants and their potential 
influence on young people with complex support needs.  Taken together, the findings suggest that 
service provision in non-metropolitan areas can contribute to instability and uncertainty in the lives 
of young people with complex support needs. 
 
4. Discussion  
 
In their discussions of young people with complex support needs, there was an overall recognition 
on the part of service providers that young people experienced multiple transitions in their lives.  
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Developmental and normative transitions indicative of the age group were compounded by 
disruptive changes, partly due to the crisis points in young people’s personal lives, and also as a 
result of less than optimal service responses.  Limited formal resources within non-metropolitan 
settings often exacerbated young people’s disadvantage, creating further disconnection for the 
young person from their families and community.   
 
In the context of cumulative disadvantage experienced by young people with complex support 
needs, service providers understood that a key part of their role was to develop relationships with 
young people that foster acceptance and belonging through purposeful and compassionate 
responses.  This relationship-based practice is essential in small communities where a practitioner’s 
and an agency’s reputation are highly visible. Youth in itself can be considered a marginal identity, 
with young people being subjected to many more levels of governance – such as families, schools, 
police and other institutions – not imposed on adults (Richards & Ellem, 2018).  Participants in this 
study inferred that young people with complex support needs are also likely to be more visible in 
small communities and the target of surveillance by authorities.  Practitioners therefore largely 
understood the need to address the power inequities in the helping relationship, to build rapport 
and trust, and try to redress past negative experiences of services.   
 
Service providers’ accounts pointed to problems when a service placed too many preconditions on 
young people to access support, rather than providing a non-judgmental space where trust and 
rapport could be built.  The exclusion from services could occur because a young person was seen as 
presenting unacceptable risk to themselves or others.  This highlights the tensions  practitioners 
faced in balancing duty of care, and coming to a consensus with other agencies as to what 
constitutes acceptable levels of risk.  Much could be learned from harm reduction approaches to 
intervention with young people, where the emphasis is not on complete abstinence of high-risk 
behaviours, but ensuring consistent, ongoing support, celebrating small positive changes, and 
allowing the young person to define their own needs (Andvig, Saelor, & Ogundipe, 2018; Hickle & 
Hallett, 2016).   Without such an approach, there may be no support at all for many young people 
with complex support needs in non-metropolitan areas, given the paucity of resources. 
 
Many service providers were cognisant that the poor resourcing of existing supports often did not 
provide a sense of security and acceptance for young people.  Agencies were required to compete 
for government funding and the funding models were perceived to be metro-centric and did not 
always reflect the conditions under which rural and regionally based agencies operate, such as the 
need to travel further and to work with smaller and potentially more complex and disadvantaged 
populations.  Short term and competitive block funding created job insecurity in areas where the 
appointment of suitably qualified staff was already difficult. There was often an absence of 
specialist, age- or culturally-appropriate services properly equipped to deal with complexity of 
compounding educational, social, psychological, and health needs of young people.  In addition, a 
lack of community infrastructure denied young people opportunities to access appropriate specialist 
supports or to actively engage in constructive work or leisure activities.  
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Effective practice with young people with complex support needs involves adequate consideration 
of the young person’s extended network. This is particularly the case for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities in non-metropolitan areas.  There were several examples in this study where 
service intervention worked apart from local communities, placing the young person away from 
their networks and family.  By displacing the young person in this way, opportunities were lost for 
culturally-sensitive and holistic work that tapped into local knowledge and resources. By 
collaborating directly with local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to map both 
community supports (A. Dew et al., 2018) and culturally aware notions of family, community and 
country (Gilroy, Dew, Lincoln, & Hines, 2017; Stewart & Allan, 2012), practice is likely to be more 
successful in shifting historical, cultural and social attitudes towards young people with complex 
support needs in non-metropolitan areas (Mayer & McKenzie, 2017).    
 
Providing a continuum of supports is also a critical element in responding to young people with 
complex support needs.  While collaboration between agencies in non-metropolitan contexts was 
highly valued by many of the participants in this study, it proved to be a difficult task in a sparse 
service landscape.  Success depended on how clearly agencies communicated with each other, and 
how well they could come to an agreement about what was in the young person’s best interests.  
Agreements on paper did not always equate to plans being implemented, and some service 
providers felt it necessary to escalate issues to the managerial level for change to occur.  These 
difficulties in working across agencies are more than individual differences between professionals or 
differing priorities between organisations.  They are indicative of broader systemic problems, where 
there is no overarching mechanism for coordination.  The marketisation of service delivery has 
resulted in many services operating by different service agreements and forms of governance, 
making policy that could facilitate inter-agency connection a complex endeavour (Haight, Bidwell, 
Marshall, & Khatiwoda, 2014).   Failing to resolve these concerns at a systemic level can leave 
practitioners addressing issues on a case-by-case basis.  There is also a concern that conflict between 
agencies and practitioners in non-metropolitan contexts may have serious implications to supporting 
young people with complex support needs.  If agencies fail to have helpful relationships with each 
other in a thinly resourced sector, there may be no other alternatives for supporting the young 
person. In the non-metropolitan context, work with young people with complex support needs can 
therefore involve practitioners expending unnecessary energy in negotiating supports with other 
sectors. 
   
 
5. Limitations 
 
There are several limitations to this study.  The findings are not representative of all service 
providers supporting young people with complex support needs in rural and regional areas.  
Constraints associated with time and funding also did not allow data collection to occur in more 
remote areas of Australia.  It would also be problematic to assume that all rural and regional areas 
experience the same issues and concerns, and there is a need for more location-specific, nuanced 
discussion regarding the support of young people with complex support needs.   
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The data presented here may not cover all issues concerning young people with complex support 
needs.  Most focus groups and interviews were located at the agencies in which participants worked.  
While this enabled easier access to practitioners, it may have also limited discussion about any 
contentious or negative issues about the agencies in which participants worked.  Participants may 
have also been reluctant to discuss some matters due to the small communities in which they 
worked, where confidentiality could be compromised by the fact that they could be easily identified 
by others in the same area (Liamputtong, 2015).  The researchers have been mindful of this issue, 
and subsequently the data presented here does not make reference to specific towns or places.   
 
The voice of young people is also missing in these discussions, which will be a future focus in the 
broader study on transitions of young people with complex support needs.  Without the 
perspectives of young people, there is a danger that these findings have only framed issues as 
service needs.  While well-intentioned, service professionals may mostly construct young people’s 
experiences in terms of pain and loss, leading to what Tuck (2009, p. 412) describes as “damage -
centred research”, or a tendency to regard young people and their communities as inherently 
broken by historical and contemporary acts of oppression.  The purpose of this paper is not to 
portray young people in this light, but to capture service provider perspectives of what is required to 
effectively support young people in non-metropolitan contexts.  Participants have identified both 
opportunities and challenges in doing such work.  The focus group methodology enabled 
participants as a group to determine their priorities, their language and their frameworks when 
discussing their work with young people with complex support needs (Kitzinger & Farquhar, 1999).   
It was these discussions that pointed to the nuances of practice and areas where change was 
needed. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Service responses to young people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan areas is often 
placed at the periphery of discussions in the existing literature.  This is unfortunate, as rural and 
regional geographies have their own unique patterns of social inclusion and exclusion that impact on 
the lives of young people and the services that support them.  This study has demon strated that 
practice in the non-metropolitan context of Australia can be replete with challenges such as poor 
resourcing, vast areas to navigate and difficulties in attracting and retaining suitably qualified staff.  
This can result in forced transitions or movements for young people who are already struggling to 
find a place to belong in their own communities.  In order to ensure better outcomes for young 
people with complex support needs, services and programs in rural and regional areas require 
appropriate attention and resourcing from policy-makers which go beyond the application of models 
developed primarily for the urban context.  This approach provides the potential to build strong and 
resilient non-metropolitan communities into the future.  
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Highlights 
 Supports to young people with complex support needs in non-metropolitan areas in 
Australia are poorly resourced. 
 Non-metropolitan services work best when they are based on relationship-based 
practice and local community needs. 
 Interagency collaboration is essential when working across broad geographical areas. 
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